THE BIRTH OF THE MODERN?!

— LYNNE KNIGHT

When Rodin first felt the looseness
of the white Dominican robe Balzac wore
to write in, his hands went still in the clay.

He stood for a long while, learning
the cloth’s heavy fall, letting it find its way
to Balzac’s hands, which would hold the robe

closed from within, simplifying the figure
until nothing human would be noticed but
the head in its defiance of a bronze repose.

Months later, when the Salon scorned—
obese monstrosity; colossal foetus—
Rodin stood in the recess of his studio

embracing one of the maquettes,
feeling all the way back to the heat
of hands in the clay, his own,
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Balzac’s. At the time of his death,
Balzac’s body was a ruin, according
to the Goncourts a belly with a profile

like the ace of spades, though he was
only fifty-one. Yet nothing like kindness
led Rodin to drape the figure. It wasn’t

about hiding the ugly sausages of torso,
arms and legs. He needed a man impatient
for great motion—dressed loosely,

striding from the scene.
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